In an era of rapid change the burdens on the nuclear family become more apparent. The late lamented extended family is now a rarity in Western Society. Whether it was ever as effective as is now claimed is a moot point. With its disappearance, it was necessary to create support services to fill the gap. These services have not proved adequate or in keeping with those who wish to break away from what they see as the constrictions of the nuclear family and to develop alternative models.
. Single parent families are becoming more numerous and yet the concept has gone that Western Society is moving away from marriage as a cultural norm. Population statistics certainly contradict this because, although there are an increasing number of divorces, most divorced parents tend to re-marry. Certainly there are differences, depending on opportunity, social class, and males as opposed to females, but marriage still remains the socially acceptable norm, although it no longer contains the previously inherent concept of lifelong permanence.
The purpose and nature of marriage is also undergoing change and, as Margaret Mead has suggested, this society may be moving towards at least two different kinds of marriages -the first a contract between two individuals to live together (this Can. Psychiatr. Assoc. J. Vol. 21 (1976) contract presumably renewable) and second, the child-caring or parenting marriage with the purpose of producing and taking the responsibility for the next generation. Problems with regard to rearing children in other than what is the most frequent convention, will be seen and judged by peers, parents and society in comparison and in contrast rather than solely on their own merits. Even where there is a tolerance of alternatives this is not tantamount to acceptance of their equivalency. The children may be both the beneficiaries and the victims of these changes, which are primarily determined by the desires and motives of the adults concerned. Whatever failings the nuclear family has, at least it carries the promise, (if not always the reality) of the presence of committed adults. While the parental roles may obviously be much too stereotyped and constricting, at least their assignment, when carried out, gives complimentary experiences to the child, and any deviation from this is implied as a loss.
The tasks of parenting can be dispersed among a greater variety of figures than the two parents usually considered as responsible. Other societies exist in which these arrangements are normal, but this normality puts them in a different category from the new or alternative lifestyles presently under discussion. The Kibbutzim in Israel are frequently quoted as an example of how child rearing tasks can be completed with a different caring unit. But each Kibbutz has its own particular philosophy, unified by social, political and religious tenets and CANADIAN PSYCHIATRIC ASSOCIATION JOURNAL Vol. 21, No.4 cemented by an ever present external threat. Whether such arrangements would work in European, American or Western cultures is uncertain. In many cases experiments in communal living (evolved on an impromptu basis, with usually a tenuous time span envisaged) lack a unifying factor.
Consistency is important in the early stages of development, but there is also considerable evidence that during the continuing years implied by latency a similar consistency and predictability for the child is desirable. Alternatives require the consideration of other ways of meeting the needs of children even as a matter of 'compensation' .
One argument adjoust as an advantage is that change in their early years, and their ability to deal with change thus learned, will stand children in good stead as they face life, in which change is the only predictable component, but just how much change is within the capacity of children to mediate? Will the predicted effects occur, or will the next generation be less secure in parenting roles and more uncertain although more liberated? It is one thing to accept that change is increasingly occurring, but another to make a virtue out of this necessity. The effects of these different living arrangements for children are not known, and all that is available at the present are suppositions, anecdotes and hopes. Even research in this area (which is badly needed) would find that by the time long-term effects had been identified, probably the patterns productive of these would have disappeared in favour of further new or alternative lifestyles.
Part of society desires to provide children with a different kind of upbringing and to increase the number of options they have, particularly in the area of emotional and personal behaviour. While debate on relative values of different child rearing experience will continue, certain basics in any system should now be able to be defined. Any family or family structure could then probably be looked at in terms of how adequately it satisfies and meets these expectations, among which should be:
• The transmission of the values of one generation to the next, but without expectation that these values are immutable or the only ones acceptable.
• The need for social modelling on consistently presented expectations.
• Hopefully in general a guarantee that this consistency will prevail over the formative years of the younger generation.
• A respect for children and for the contribution that they can make to, as well as derive from, the structure within which they are maturing.
• Limit setting which even though it may be much less constrictive than previously, still has to have some arbitrary component to provide a structure within which maturity can occur with safety and without too much background noise.
In the man whose childhood has known caresses and kindness, there is always afibre ofmemory that can be touched to gentle issues.
George Eliot 1819 -1880
